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When we think of the archetype superhero, we 
often conjure up an image of some perfect, 
impenetrable being. As humans, the realities we 
face are seldom that simple. 
As I reflected on my experiences in journalism 
thus far, I kept coming back to what I felt made 
stories both important and compelling — the 
people at the heart of it all. 
No matter the topic, there is something inherently 
captivating about the human experience in that 
it always drives a component of the article. 
Otherwise, what would compel us to care?
And so, I chose the theme “Superhuman,” a perfect 
balance between the two worlds. 
It reminds me of how powerful our voices are, and 
of the incredible things people are doing to make 
our world a better place. Comparatively, it also 
reminds me that humans are flawed and rarely 
have a perfect story to tell. 
In these pages, you will find a collection of articles 
and narratives that represent what it truly means 
to be superhuman: keeping resilient in the face of 
opposition and transcending our own limitations. 
We are all capable of making an impact and 
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A GROUP OF WOMEN GATHER ON THE MATS 
laughing and talking about their week and what amazing 
food they had for dinner on Tuesday. Soon the talking 
and laughter fade as they start warming up for class. 
Not a sound can be heard except for a slap that echoes 
through the gym as the instructor flips her partner over 
her body and pins her to the ground. 
This is the first takedown of the day at the free self-
defense and jiu jitsu class at Bellingham Mixed Martial 
Arts.
Lara Carter is the co-owner of Bellingham Mixed Martial 
Arts and started this weekly program in June 2019. She 
said it began with two people and has steadily grown to 
about 15 to 20 women per week. She recruited Penny 
McMahon, the women’s 
jiu jitsu instructor, to 
teach this self-defense 
class.
“After the first one, we 
had such a big turnout,” McMahon said. “We had all 
these women who were so interested and had such 
a strong desire to learn and feel empowered that we 
decided a free every Saturday seminar is the best way to 
give a safe space of learning for women that is actually 
beneficial to them in the long run.”
Model Mugging is a global self-defense training program 
and has graduated over 60,000 women. Of these 
graduates, 98.3% have never reported assaults and 
only seven students reported ever being victimized. 
Some graduates were also found to have stopped their 
attacker without resorting to violence.
FIGHTING BACK, 
MOVING FORWARD
BELLINGHAM MIXED MARTIAL ARTS OFFERS FREE WEEKLY 
SELF-DEFENSE CLASSES TO TEACH WOMEN HOW TO FIND STRENGTH 
AND CONFIDENCE WITHIN THEMSELVES
Story by ALISON EDDY
Photos by CHRISTA YARANON
Carter decided to start a self-defense program because 
she noticed a lack of self-defense classes and serious 
limitations to existing classes. She said other self-
defense programs are expensive and are only offered 
one day every few months. Carter also dislikes the 
message embedded in other classes. She has seen 
posters at her friend’s gym that show women running 
for their lives and are portrayed as helpless.
“How about we teach women that they are not victims, 
but that they can be empowered,” Carter said.
McMahon teaches these classes with the intent of 
building strength and confidence, and has found 
most women who come in say they want to feel more 
empowered.
McMahon competed in 
mixed martial arts for six 
years and is trained in 
kickboxing, jiu jitsu and a 
variety of other fighting 
styles. She uses her knowledge of jiu jitsu to create a 
foundation for the self-defense class.
Rachel Lopez, 28, decided to come to this self-defense 
class because her brother does jiu jitsu and encouraged 
her to learn the movements in case she was ever in a 
bad situation. 
She also started listening to a serial killer podcast earlier 
this year and found a commonality with many of the 
victims portrayed in these stories.
“Each story that I heard, the description was literally me, 
“How about we teach women that they are not 
victims, but that they can be empowered”
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5-foot-5-inches tall and 120 pounds,” Lopez said. “I have 
never been in a situation where I felt like I was in danger, 
but I don’t want to get there.”
Lopez enjoys the small class size and the fact that there 
are no men in the room.
“I thought I would get paired up with some guy who is 
super big, who has done this before and he would throw 
me around like a rag doll,” Lopez said.
Not only were there no men at this class, but there are 
no men allowed in the building during any of the classes. 
McMahon teaches self-defense skills in which most 
cases the attacker is a man. She thought having men 
present during these classes might intrude on the safe 
environment she tries to create.
Another part of that environment is having a group of 
women who feel comfortable working and practicing 
with each other. 
“You can build a safe enough environment with a core 
group of people so when new ones come you have 
people who are already there who knew what we are 
about to talk about and can help each other grow,” 
McMahon said.
Esther Tjoelker, 23, has been coming to these classes 
for about a month and a half and is a part of that core
Top Left: Faith Van Dyke learns how to do a choke hold on her partner Alexandra Billings
Top Right: Penny McMahon coaches students at a self-defense class at Bellingham Mixed Martial Arts on Nov. 9, 2019
Bottom Left: Esther Tjoelker helps Faith Van Dyke (left) and Alexandra Billings (right) learn a self-defense move at Bellingham Mixed Martial Arts on Nov. 9, 2019 
Bottom Right: Penny McMahon teaches a self-defense move to her class at Bellingham Mixed Martial Arts
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group. She is also a law enforcement recruit training to 
get into the police academy.
She started taking these classes because it is essential 
to staying safe and secure in her job. 
“I am small so I am not necessarily going to be able to 
fight a 300-pound man by just brute force hitting him,” 
Tjoelker said. “But if I can control his body and get him 
on the ground I have a lot more to work with.”
Tjoelker came into these classes feeling strong, but 
she has since learned how to use that strength to her 
advantage. She has learned how to get out of grips, get 
into a dominant position and get someone to submit or 
give up. 
“It teaches you a lot of confidence in being able to 
control someone and not be scared of them,” Tjoelker 
said.
This program has grown substantially since the start, 
and McMahon attributes a large part of that growth to 
the women’s desires, like Tjoelker’s, to learn.
“This is the one sport I have taught where the drive to 
learn is so strong and so tangible,” McMahon said. “They 
can tell when they are learning something and doing it 
correctly rather than when someone is letting them do a 
maneuver.”
Even though McMahon teaches self-defense skills, she 
emphasizes that those skills do not and should not be 
used in every situation.
“There is a time and a place to engage, and there is a 
time and a place to leave,” McMahon said. “By no means 
should you ever engage in a physical altercation with 
someone who is bigger and stronger than you just 
because you need to prove a point.”
She said a large stigma of self-defense is that if you 
know it, you have to prove it. She struggles with this 
stigma as an MMA fighter. If anyone, particularly men, 
hears that she knows jiu jitsu, they immediately want her 
to prove she can fight them.
“I know what I can do, but I also know there is a place 
for it,” McMahon said. “If you are 250 pounds and you 
come at me, it is not in my favor to engage. But because 
I know what I know, I am not an easy target.”
McMahon uses this fight versus flight mentality to guide 
her lesson plan each week. She believes it is not in a 
McMahon pictured after her self-defense class
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woman’s advantage to engage with someone twice their 
size, but women can learn the fundamentals of getting 
out of bad positions.
“If someone is on top of you, how do you get out of 
that?” McMahon said. “If you can’t get out of that, how 
do you submit them there?
Before Carter co-owned and operated Bellingham 
Mixed Martial Arts, she was a domestic violence 
counselor. She worked with young women who were 
drug addicts and were 
often in dangerous 
environments.
“A lot of the situations 
they ended up in, 
where they were 
sexually assaulted or 
abused, could have 
been prevented if they knew how to defend themselves,” 
Carter said.
McMahon can see a difference in the way she and other 
women carry themselves outside this class because 
they know they have the ability to defend themselves. 
In addition to providing them with those skills, McMahon 
also encourages the women to take other preventative 
measures as well. Her biggest piece of advice is for 
women to put their phones down and be aware of what 
is going on around them. 
“If you don’t have that spacial awareness, you cannot 
address a threat before it is too late,” McMahon said. 
“Your mentality will protect you before your body has to.”
Carter’s tip for women is to listen to their instincts 
and know it is okay to say no. As a young girl, she was 
walking home from school one day when a strange man 
approached her and said 
her mother told him to 
pick her up. She knew her 
mother would never do 
that, so she told the man 
no.
“Women are taught to be 
very cooperative, often to 
the detriment of ourselves,” Carter said.
Both Carter and McMahon emphasize the importance of 
saying no and being assertive. McMahon also says that 
if someone wants to hurt you, you should not feel bad 
about hurting them back.
Even though the reality of women needing to protect 
themselves is daunting, McMahon tries to approach 
these classes with humor and light-hearted 
messages to help break down that fear. She 
wants to address the reality but also work to 
change it.
“You can’t stop your life in fear of other people. 
I firmly believe that the way to get past that 
is to embrace it,” McMahon said. “We don’t 
need anybody to make it better for us. We can 
adapt.”
“I know what I can do, but I also know there is 
a place for it,” McMahon said. “If you are 250 
pounds and you come at me, it is not in my 
favor to engage. But because I know what I 
know, I am not an easy target.”
Students practice self-defense at 
Bellingham Mixed Martial Arts
SIDEBAR: These free 
self-defense and 
jiu jitsu classes are 
offered every Saturday 
from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 




YOU DON’T HAVE TO 
BE A SUPERHERO TO 
CHANGE THE WORLD
AN OPEN LETTER TO THE INCOMING STUDENTS
Story by COLTON REDTFELDT
Illustration by RENEE KLEMMER
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TO THE FIRST-YEAR COLLEGE STUDENTS,
What does it mean to change the world? Do you have to 
lead a revolution? Invent something so significant that 
it impacts millions of people? Create a company that 
changes an industry?
Take a moment and relax.
I get it. You want to make an impact on the world; you want 
to change it. You want to work hard and be remembered 
for something. Trust me, I 
get it. 
You’re dedicated to making 
it happen, no matter how 
hard you need to work. 
You study constantly, network anytime you can, and seize 
every chance to get ahead. I was the same. I felt like I was 
putting in this superhuman level of effort to hold up my 
juggling act of a life.
I was successful, for sure. I had good grades, influential 
connections and it looked like I was on the edge of 
success. Though, it all came at a cost. For me, it was a 
strained social life and a metric ton of stress and anxiety.
I’m not alone. A 2014 research study of 500 U.S. college 
students found that 61% of students had high amounts of 
stress. They were most often stressed about school, a lack 
of time to do what they needed to do, and with their future 
career.
All that stress has a big impact. According to the American 
Physiological Association, high stress can increase the 
chances of developing a mental illness and weaken your 
immune system. On top of that, consistently overworking 
yourself puts you at a higher risk of heart attack and stroke. 
Everything changed for me one night while I was on a 
long walk. I had just finished five hours of homework and 
needed a moment to clear my mind. I slowly wandered 
through campus with no direction in mind. In Red Square, I 
saw an advertisement for some Bellingham trash cleanup 
event written on the ground in chalk. In smaller writing next 
to the advertisement were three simple words: change the 
world.
“If only changing the world was as easy as picking up some 
garbage,” I remember thinking to myself.
As I made my way toward south campus, I warmed up 
to the idea that it might actually be that easy. Maybe I 
just had to reframe my idea of what changing the world 
looked like, I thought. Maybe I should start doing more little 
things instead of trying to do something big. I decided to 
volunteer more and see where that got me.
Fast forward a year and I was volunteering for Northwest 
“Sometimes the small things are where the 
steps towards impact are”
Youth Services, a local nonprofit that serves homeless 
youth. I volunteered at many places before but it was 
here that I was able to see how my small actions had a 
big impact in the lives of others. I saw how the generosity 
and compassion of a few people helped change the lives 
of dozens of homeless youth. Experiences like this taught 
me how important it is to play a small role in a greater 
mission.
I’m not the only one who believes in the power of local 
volunteering. Summer Starr, coordinator of the Volunteer 
Center of Whatcom County, agrees as well.
The Volunteer Center 
of Whatcom County 
connects over 900 people 
with local nonprofits every 
year. Starr, who’s worked at the center for three years, said 
there are nonprofits in Whatcom County that rely on the 
work of volunteers to survive.
“Sometimes the small things are where the steps towards 
impact are,” Starr said. “Organizations are constantly 
learning and changing, we always need people there to 
put in the time and blood, sweat and tears.”
But maybe volunteering isn’t your thing. Maybe you’re not 
convinced that volunteering is the way to make an impact 
on the world. In that case, take a moment to think about 
the people who have shaped you most.
Maybe it was a parent, a relative or friend. Maybe it was 
someone who gave you a much-needed tip or compliment 
when you need it the most. Did these people do anything 
over-the-top or magnificent? Probably not. They were just 
going about their daily lives, doing the best they could to 
be a good person. 
Just think: you could be that person for someone and you 
might not even know it. You could be changing lives, when 
all you’ve been doing is going through your day-to-day life.
Once I learned to appreciate the impact I had on those 
around me, a lot of that toxic pressure to overwork myself 
went away.
As a college student, I got too wrapped up in the future. 
It’s an easy thing to do when you first start out. I was so 
focused on making an impact, I forgot that what I do now 
matters just as much. When I stopped worrying about the 
future, I became more content with the work I was doing 
in the present.
So relax and take a deep breath. As long as you put in an 




TRILL: A WORD DEFINED BY 80S SOUTHERN 
hip-hop rapper Bun B as a person who is respected, a 
combination of “true” and “real.”
Trillium: A flower that blooms in early spring.
Trillivm: A DJ and producer who graduated from 
Western Washington University, and is now living in 
Seattle. He identifies as Filipino, Black, and Puerto Rican, 
and wants to bring more representation to artists of 
color. 
William Zayas, who goes by the stage name Trillivm, sat 
outside of the Performing Art Center on a winter night in 
2016, mixing music on his turntable and looking out at 
LOCAL DJS WORK TO RAISE AWARENESS AND BRING REPRESENTATION 
TO THE MUSIC SCENE
Story by NAOMI SCHAPIRO
the sunset. Having played only at open mic nights at the 
Underground Coffee House, he dreamt that by the time 
he graduated from Western in two years, he would have 
played at the Wild Buffalo House of Music.
A photographer approached, and asked if he could take 
a picture. Trillivm said yes, and the picture was posted 
on Western’s Instagram.
After the picture was posted in November 2016, Trillivm 
received a Facebook message from a man, asking if he 
wanted to play a gig. Trillivm said sure, and asked where 
he would be playing. It turned out the man worked for 
the Wild Buffalo. 
Trillivm and Winslo preform at their sold-out show at the Vera Project 





Fast forward two years, Trillivm is an anthropology 
student at Western. He is now playing at parties along 
with other gigs. He meets two other Asian American 
DJs at different parties: Ricky Rath, a Western student 
who goes by the stage name R-squared, and Phillip 
Nguyen, Whatcom Community College student whose 
stage name is Winslo.
Rath, who identifies as Cambodian-American, wanted to 
find a way to get more Asian DJs in the limelight.
“You don’t see a lot of Asian representation or artists of 
color in electronic music,” Rath said. “I wanted to create 
a platform for all those underrepresented artists who we 
don’t see much of on the stages.”
Winslo, who identifies as Vietnamese, agreed that it was 
hard to find people to look up to as a DJ of color. He said 
you just have to find a way to push past that. 
One of the groups Winslo said he looks up to is 88 
Rising. It’s a hybrid management, record label, video 
production and marketing company that serves as a 
platform for primarily Asian and Asian American artists, 
according to founder Sean Miyashiro. They also put on 
musical festivals featuring predominantly Asian artists. 
As founder of LGCY Media (formerly known as 
R-squared media), Rath looks to this group for 
inspiration as well.  He said he hadn’t seen anything like 
them before. LGCY Media is an organization dedicated 
to carving legacies for others through digital media, 
content creation, and 
music, said Rath. 
Rath heard that 
Odesza was coming to 
Bellingham to perform 
a benefit show to raise 
money for scholarships 
in summer 2019.
“I thought, man, what if I did something like that, but for 
a specific scholarship cause?” Rath said.
He spent the rest of that day walking through campus, 
thinking about how he could make it happen. He created 
a board of directors, a group of friends to help fulfill his 
vision, and asked Trillivm and Winslo to perform.
They planned to donate the money they raised to 
Southeast Asian students in Washington who wanted to 
pursue a degree in arts or the media.  
They decided to have the show at the Vera Project 
in Seattle on Aug. 16. The Vera Project is an all-ages 
venue, with a mission “to foster a participatory creative 
culture through popular music concerts, arts programs, 
experiential learning and volunteer opportunities for 
all ages, especially young people,” according to their 
website. 
After much planning and marketing, they ended up 
selling out the show, filling the 280 seats.  They paid for 
marketing, staff and lights and raised $4,000 to donate 
to the scholarship recipients. 
The scholarship application was open for about a 
month, August to September. Applicants were required 
to be Southeast Asian American, attending a two or four 
year college in Washington, and planning to pursue a 
creative arts or media major. 
Rath said that he was a firm believer in not letting a 
GPA define you, so he made sure not to include that as 
a requirement. Applicants also had to write an essay, 
and could include a portfolio of their work. A committee 
within the board decided on two students who go to the 
University of Washington to receive $2,000 each. 
“I felt a lot of struggle being in a media-based major, 
especially financially with higher education,” said 
Rath, who graduated last year with a degree in public 
relations. “A lot of our families came here from war-torn 
countries and some of us are the first to go to college. 
So in the end, this scholarship was worth it.”
The three DJs also played a show with another 
artist named Dingo at the Wild Buffalo called 
UNDERREPRESENTED 
last year. Rath planned 
it through his internship 
with the Wild Buffalo, 
to create a platform for 
local DJs of color, he 
said. They plan on taking 
UNDERREPRESENTED 
to Seattle as a small 
show in the next few 
months. 
Rath said Trillivm helped open the door for him to start 
playing more professional gigs.
“I love the way he performs,” Rath said. “It is rare to see 
someone like Trill who has the energy to get down and 
dance with the crowd.”
Trillivm credits his love of performing to dance. During 
a family trip to Japan when he was six years old, he 
went to an arcade and fell in love with Dance Dance 
Revolution. With time, he got to the expert level, and 
would draw in crowds of nearly 100 people watching 
him play at the mall.
“You don’t see a lot of Asian representation or 
artists of color in electronic music,” Rath said. 
“I wanted to create a platform for all those 
underrepresented artists who we don’t see 
much of on the stages.”
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In 2014, he moved on to gloving, an art form involving 
led lights put onto each finger inside of a glove. Trillivm 
said he loved that he could give individual, one-on-one 
shows. He ended up competing at the Seattle gloving 
competition, and going to other tournaments with a 
team called Unique Visuals. 
“After I started gloving was when I considered myself 
an artist,” Trillivm said. “I thought being an artist meant 
you could draw or paint, I didn’t realize it meant that you 
could perform too.”
Trillivm started attending shows, and after a few years 
he became interested in DJing.  He didn’t think he could 
do it because he didn’t see people like him performing, 
and thought that you would need a lot more experience 
to start.
But Trillivm said the real starting point for him was when 
he went to see Autograf, a dance/electronic group. One 
of the artists performing looked like he could be Filipino, 
like he could be his older brother.
“I thought that all DJs were white dudes,” Trillivm said. 
“So that got me hyped.”
Within two months, he had purchased a turntable and all 
the equipment he needed to DJ, but he was still scared 
to get started. After playing at a party for fun, Trillivm 
decided it was time to go all in, right around the time he 
started at Western in 2015.
He started performing at the Underground Coffeehouse 
every Tuesday during their open mic nights. Between 
poets and singers, Trillivm went up on stage and would 
play hard trap on his turntable. While people loved it, 
Trillivm said he felt a bit out of place among the calmer 
acts. 
“It was awesome in the moment, but I don’t know if I 
would ever do that again,” Trillivm said, laughing. “I don’t 
think I would have that confidence.”  
After performing his first gig at the Wild Buffalo, he 
started playing at house shows around Bellingham. At 
one of these shows, he met Winslo.
“He introduced me to producing, and that is when my 
whole life changed,” Trillivm said. “I realized I wanted to 
produce, and that was the start.”
Top: Trillivm and Winslo hyped up the crowd at the Vera Project, and raised $4,000 for scholarship recipients // Photo courtesy of Jon Pendleton
Bottom:  R-Squared closes the R-Squared & Friends Seattle in front of a sold out crowd // Photo courtesy of Cavin An
R-Squared during soundcheck
Photo courtesy of Cavin An
SUPERHUMAN
11
Trillivm came out with his first album “Decolonizing 
House Music” in August. He came up with the name 
after participating in a forum at Western called 
Decolonizing Anthropology. The forum was held in 
response to Paul James using the N-word in class. 
Students of color in 
solidarity with black 
students at Western 
presented four proposals 
the Department of 
Anthropology needed to 
initiate, according to a 
Western Front article.
As someone who identifies as a part of different ethnic 
groups, Trillivm said he often feels like the “other,” no 
matter which space he is in.
“A lot of the album is an expression of that anger, the 
hurt from feeling like I am always an other,” Trillivm said. 
“ The act of making the album is decolonizing house 
music in my eyes, because the odds were stacked 
against me to not make music and here I am.”
Each song took about three to five weeks, Trillivm 
said. He started thinking about making the album last 
March, already having produced three songs at the 
time. Altogether, he worked on the album for about six 
months.
“Definition of Trill” is the song he imagines being played 
most in big rooms all over 
the country. He said when 
people ask him what Trill 
means, it’s the song he 
shows them.
“All of the lyrics are from a 
YouTube interview of Bun B 
explaining what the word trill means,” he said. “This way, 
you can hear it from the man who started the whole 
movement.”
Trillivm wants to make sure that other young artists 
have the drive to produce music, even if all the odds are 
against them.
“Wherever you direct your energy, if you put your all 
into it, you will receive it back,” he said. “You will hear 
hundreds of thousands of noes, but please keep going if 
you really love what you do.” 
Trillivm, R-Squared and Winslo pose with fans at the Vera Project on August 16 
Photo courtesy of Cavin An
“It was awesome in the moment, but I don’t 
know if I would ever do that again,” Trillivm 




MĀLAMA I KA ‘ĀINA: 
TO CARE FOR THE LAND
NATIVE HAWAIIAN ACTIVIST MICHAEL CRABBE PURSUES A FEATURE 
DOCUMENTARY VENTURE TO SHED LIGHT ON MAUNA KEA’S CULTURAL 
IMPORTANCE AND SPEAD AWARENESS OF RESISTANCE EFFORTS AGAINST THE 
THIRTY METER TELESCOPE CONSTRUCTION
Story and Photos by KAYLA SOUSA 
with Contribution from ISA KAUFMAN-GEBALLE
MAUNA KEA, THE TALL DORMANT VOLCANO NEAR 
the center of the island, is considered one of the most 
sacred places to the Hawaiian people. Mauna is the 
native Hawaiian word for mountain. The White Mountain 
or Mauna Kea, is a shortening of Mauna a Wakea
Wākea and Papahānaumoku are believed to be the 
sky father and Earth mother who birthed the Hawaiian 
islands. Hawai’i is the eldest child, and Mauna Kea is the 
navel of the island.
If you drive along Saddle Road and look out the window, 
you can see trees and lava remnants for miles. When 
the mauna is finally in view, the scenery is now accom-
panied by tents, flags and signs. These markers line the 
road where the community of the Pu’uhonua o 
An installment with a silhouette of peo-
ple holding up a hand sign that symbol-
izes the “We Are Mauna Kea” movement 
on Saddle Road in Hilo, Hawai’i.
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Pu’uhuluhulu is located--right across from the entrance 
to the main access road up to the mauna.
Protecting the entrance to the access road are the 
kupuna and kia’i, some guardians and elders of the 
Hawaiian community. Accompanying the sounds of 
cars, you can hear the sound of groups of people sing-
ing and chanting. 
This community exists to protect the mauna as a 
gathering place for those who want to perpetuate and 
preserve Hawaiian culture. 
The kupuna and kia’i are standing together for the place 
that was once known as a forbidden realm of the gods. 
For the ‘āina, or land they are on, was once walked on 
only by Hawaiian royalty. This ‘āina is now home to 13 
telescopes and 12 observatories. 
The Kahea — Answering the Call
On an early September morning, Native Hawaiian activ-
ist Michael Crabbe checks the weather forecast online 
from his Oregon home.
The big day was loom-
ing before him -- a 
two-hour video shoot 
on Mount Hood for his 
upcoming documentary, 
Mauna to Mauna: Together We Rise. He reads there is a 
60% chance of precipitation. Crabbe frantically types out 
a backup plan, worried the video shoot would get rained 
out. 
Three hours pass and he checks again. To his relief, 
there is now a 0% chance of rain. Without the fear of a 
torrential downpour, the video shoot is back on track.
“It was the mauna opening the doors for us,” Crabbe 
said.
Crabbe has had many roles in his lifetime: a Hawai-
ian Airlines flight attendant, a Kamehameha Schools 
alumnus and a producer. Recently, he is now the creator 
of the Mauna to Mauna — Together We Rise movement 
and documentary. His work comes in the wake of the 
protests against the Thirty Meter Telescope or TMT on 
Mauna Kea.  
As a kanaka maoli, a Hawaiian term used for a person 
of Native Hawaiian descent, Crabbe has always been 
drawn to activism surrounding the preservation of his 
culture. He grew up on O’ahu before moving to Southern 
California in the 1980s. After dancing hula and co-found-
ing the E Hula Mau, a hula competition in California, 
Crabbe moved to his current home in Beaverton, 
Oregon.
His goals for his upcoming film and movement are to 
visually document the recent resistance toward the 
construction of the largest telescope on the mountain, 
set for completion in July 2027. The TMT telescope will 
be nine times the size of the largest existing visible-light 
telescope in the world.
Mauna Kea was first chosen in 2009 for its optimal 
location and level of atmospheric visibility. Despite this, 
many Hawaiians still feel strongly against another sci-
entific observatory on Mauna Kea, aside from previous 
efforts made by the observatories to be sensitive to 
cultural and environmental impacts.
The organization responsible for constructing TMT says 
it understands the importance of archaeological and 
cultural sites on the mountain, and takes the protection 
and preservation of the mountains culture and land-
scape seriously. 
For kanaka maoli like 
Crabbe and others resist-
ing the development of the 
biggest telescope in the 
world, Mauna Kea is not 
just a mountain but it is a 
kūpuna: their ancestor or elder.
The telescope’s presence also represents the larger 
issue of Native Hawaiians fighting to keep their sacred 
land undisturbed. Native Hawaiians resisted colonial 
forces developing their land since the late 1800s, when 
the island was annexed and the royal family imprisoned.
Crabbe said he was inspired by the initial protests in 
Hawai’i and connected it to his surroundings in the 
Northwest. One of his first visions was to film and exe-
cute a rally for Mauna Kea on Mount Hood -- showing 
a universal connection between these two mountains: 
from mountain to mountain; mauna to mauna. 
He believes that telling a visual story comparing these 
sacred spaces to each other will be an effective way to 
inspire empathy and promote cultural awareness on a 
global level.
“This film, after it’s done, will travel all over the world as 
an example of ‘If you don’t take care of it now, this is 
what’s going to happen,’” Crabbe said.  
Kuleana — The Responsibility
For Crabbe and the community of people contributing 
“This community exists to protect the mauna 
as a gathering place for those who want to 
perpetuate and preserve Hawaiian culture.” 
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to his efforts, the 
mauna to mauna 
connection starts 
here in the North-
west, away from 
Hawai’i.
Crabbe is an active 
leader in the 
Facebook group, 
We Are Mauna 
Kea PDX, founded 
in April 2015. The 
group is made up 
of allies who are 
supporting the kia’i 
standing on the 
frontlines of Mauna 
Kea, through plan-
ning cooperative 
gatherings such as 
rallies and special 
events. 
“We are here to 
support our kia’i 
and our kūpuna on 
the big island [of 
Hawai’i]. We do our 
part over here to 
support them over 
there,” Crabbe said.
Strategizing these 
events for the group 
over the past few 
months has been 
one of Crabbe’s 
main responsibili-
ties, in addition to 
his filming for the 
upcoming 
documentary. 
Over several weeks in September, We Are Mauna Kea PDX 
and the Mauna to Mauna — Together We Rise movement 
launched a social media campaign inviting allies and indig-
enous people alike to participate in the video shoot. 
Over 50 hula dancers showed up that September day on 
Mount Hood in support of the documentary and the move-
ment to stand against the TMT on Mauna Kea. They sang 
and danced hula to a medley of excerpts from the songs, 
“Hawai’i Loa” and “All Hawai’i Stands Together” by Uncle 
Liko Martin, another Native Hawaiian activist.
Members from the Cowlitz and Kalama tribes stood beside 
the Hawaiian kia’i that day and shared words of support  
 
from Indigenous allies of one land to another.
“The magic of the whole day was them,” Crabbe said. 
“The real Natives of this land.”
Kapu aloha — A Perspective of Giving Love
Another collaborator involved in the We are Mauna 
Kea PDX movement is Leialohaokeanuenue Ka’ula. 
As a kumu, or hula teacher, she coordinates a hula 
hālau or group called Ka Lei Hali’a O Ka Lokelani 
based in Oregon. Members of her hālau, participated 
in the September event on Mount Hood, dancing 
hula to the Hawai’i Loa medley.
Home for Ka’ula is Hilo, a town she grew up in on the 
big island. Growing up as kanaka maoli, Ka’ula came 
to realize her responsibility for educating those in the 
community about the history and culture of Hawai’i.
“My involvement isn’t only for our mauna, it is for 
our monarch, our kūpuna and for all those who have 
come before us,” Ka’ula said. “It’s to educate all those 
who don’t know and to teach our youth so that they 
may carry on.”
Though she believes the recent movements have 
shed additional light on the cultural importance of 
protecting the mauna, Ka’ula said this fight has been 
going on for years.
“Everyone sees the kia’i now, but they’ve been up 
there since 2015,” Ka’ula said. “They have stood at 
the entrance every single day since [then].”
Ka’ula said that a major positive outcome through 
these efforts is the unification of a community to 
stand in solidarity with one another, no matter where 
they are in the world.
Kapu aloha, aloha ‘āina and the rise of Hawaiian lan-
guage programs are just some of the benefits Ka’ula 
views as a result of the TMT protests. Kapu aloha 
and aloha ‘āina are both expressions Ka’ula uses in 
her work, meaning learning to give love to one anoth-
er and striving to be better people who taking care of 
their land.
“I know that TMT will not be built on our mauna,” 
Ka’ula said in reference to the community standing 
together against the construction. “We are not alone 
and TMT is well aware of that.” 
“The magic of the whole day was them,” 
Crabbe said. “The real Natives of this land.”
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Laulima — Many Hands, Working Together
The filming of Mauna to Mauna — Together We Rise is 
ongoing for Crabbe. His plans are to take Hula Jams 
across state lines in Washington state. The most recent, 
the Hawai’i Loa Hula Jam, was hosted by Crabbe this 
past November in Beaverton, Oregon. 
The globally streamed event, featuring dancing and 
music, was meant to pay tribute to Uncle Liko Martin, 
a Hawaiian activist and musical artist, whose lyrics 
inspired the film’s title. The tile “Together We Rise” 
means standing together and with each other, Crabbe 
said. Crabbe hopes to highlight Martin’s life and work 
as an artist and activist through his Hula Jam events in 
his documentary.
For this upcoming shoot, “Together We Rise” will take 
Crabbe’s adventure from Mount Hood to Mount Rainier 
in spring 2020. The shoot will be similar to the original 
Hula Jam involving hula dancers and kia’i from the Seat-
tle-Tacoma area.
A small sculpture that reads 
“Protect Mauna Kea” left below 
the King Kamehameha Statue in 
Hilo, Hawai’i.
Going forward, Crabbe said he will continue spreading 
his knowledge to the incoming generations of Native 
Hawaiians and allies to keep the movement of loving the 
land alive. Once he finishes the film, he has plans to be-
gin showcasing his work through film festivals in Hawai’i 
and in Oregon.
“[What] we can gain from this is a unity that TMT has 
created for our Hawai’i,” Ka’ula said.
Crabbe and Ka’ula are just two of many individuals who 
embody kapu aloha and aloha ‘āina in this movement. 
No matter how long the fight to protect and preserve 
their culture will take, they will be ready to stand  
together. 
“[What] we can gain from this is a unity that 
TMT has created for our Hawai’i,” Ka’ula said
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“MONA! MONA! LOOK OVER HERE,” MY MOM YELLED 
in my direction. The sound of her sweet and soft voice 
overpowered every other person in the auditorium. 
I remembered her struggling to hold her camera upright 
in her tiny hands in order to snap the moment before I 
walked across the stage. I had prepared my whole life for 
this: The moment I received my associate degree from 
Bellevue College.
Suddenly, the struggles and challenges I went through to 
earn a two-year degree in eight years, wasn’t a big deal 
anymore. I reminded myself of why I was doing this in the 
first place; for myself, my 
family and, most important-
ly, the many Bahá’í students 
in Iran who continue to be 
denied of their higher edu-
cation in Iran.
APRIL 21, 1988
The year of my graduation marked a 30 year anniversary 
since my family fled Iran.
“Nasim! Sahar!,” my mom yelled. 
Her high-pitched scream sounded like nails on a chalk-
board, unlike her usual sweet voice. My father recalled his 
heart racing at what seemed like 140 beats per minute, as 
he heard my mother yell my sister’s names at the top of 
her lungs.
The driver of the caravan hauling my parents and two 
sisters to Pakistan had just hit a pothole. Throwing my 
sisters out of the trunk of the cramped vehicle occupied by 
two other families.
My parents fled Iran, escaping the country they loved so 
much and called home,  because they were Bahá’ís.
WE ARE NOT THE ENEMY
A BAHA’I STUDENT, RECALLS THE STORY OF HER FAMILY’S ESCAPE FROM THE 
IRAN REGIME, FOLLOWING THE ILLEGALIZATION OF THEIR FAITH
Story by MONA GHORBANI-AGHDAM
Illustration by ISABEL LAY
THE BAHA’I FAITH
The Bahá’í Faith is a monotheistic religion founded in 
the 1860s by Bahá’u’lláh, a Persian nobleman deemed a 
prophet by practicing Bahá’ís. Bahá’u’lláh taught us that all 
religions represent progressive stages in the revelation of 
God’s will, leading to the unity of all people and faiths.
Despite our hope for coexistence, my people have histori-
cally experienced discrimination, and have been unable to 
openly practice our religion.
The Bahá’í Faith is the largest non-Muslim religious minority 
excluded from Iran’s consti-
tution.
The Islamic Republic of Iran 
proclaimed Shi’i Islam as its 
state religion and recognizes 
only Judaism, Christianity 
and Zoroastrianism as other true religions acknowledged 
by the government, according to social research conducted 
at  John Hopkins University.
A QUIET GENOCIDE
When the Islamic Regime was implemented in 1979, so 
was the illegality of my religion. My mother’s side of the 
family, who were  Bahai, were treated as targets in their 
homeland, they recalled.
The longest two days of my grandmother’s life, as she re-
called, happened when my 16-year-old  uncle went missing.
Her worries were brought to a sudden jolt when they found 
his body in the backyard of my great-grandmother’s house.
Still, my family told me, the police never bothered to find out 
who killed him. An autopsy was never conducted.
My family members knew in the back of their minds, it was 
made to look like a suicide, my grandmother remembered.  
My grandmother and my 18-year-old uncle were later 
“My parents fled Iran, escaping the country 




thrown into jail for nine months— both 
accused of the murder.
This was a common scene for the 
Bahá’ís in Iran at that time. 
According to the Bahá’í International 
Community, the level of discrimination 
against Bahai’s  Iran is still ongoing. 
There are currently 97 people of the 
Bahá’í Faith who are in prison because 
of their religious practice.
RIGHTS TO EDUCATION FOR ALL
Universities in Iran have a reputation 
for discriminating against the stu-
dents of the Bahá’í Faith by revoking 
their rights to higher education. Many 
Bahá’ís in Iran are living in this night-
mare. 
In 2014, Ayatollah Bojnourdi, a 
high-ranking cleric and a former mem-
ber of the Supreme Judicial Council, 
stated the following about Bahá’ís in Iran. “They still have 
human rights but they cannot use privileges such as going 
to university in Iran,” 
Currently, one option exists for Bahá’í students in Iran. The 
Bahá’í Institute of Higher Education was founded in 1987 by 
Bahá’í professors from universities who had lost their jobs 
due to the Regime volunteered their time to support and ed-
ucate young Bahá’í men and women secrecy at the homes 
of the Bahá’í community members. 
According to the institute, the school aspires to make its 
services accessible to all Iranians, irrespective of their reli-
gious affiliations. 
Even with the option to not disclose religious backgrounds 
on applications, universities in Iran continue to make it very 
hard for Bahá’í students. In 2018, approximately 60 Bahá’í 
students were barred from entering university, according to 
an article on Bahá’í International Community. 
These students passed the national university entrance 
examinations, but the university board claimed they had 
“incomplete files” or their name was never found in the 
registration.
THE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE 
TUNNEL
My parent’s escape from Iran was not the easy way out. 
They spent the next two years in Lahore before they were 
given the stamp of approval to move to the U.S.
They were able to unite with other Iranian Bahá’ís who fled 
Iran, some of them were close family friends. 
My parents were the first in our families to arrive in the 
U.S., in turn,  I grew up watching the rest of my family 
members walk through the gates at Sea-Tac Airport. I was 
only nine years old when my grandma and uncle arrived 
in the U.S. I remembered seeing the relief and joy on my 
mom’s face was one that I will never forget--- seeing her 
mom for the first time after 13 years.  
JUNE 15, 2018
Crossing the stage in my graduation ceremony at Bellev-
ue College, I felt that same sense of relief and joy, as my 
mother did. This diploma isn’t just a piece of paper to me. 
It’s a reminder of my identity. 
This diploma meant many different things to me; the 
blood, sweat and tears of my family and ancestors, the 
Bahá’í student’s who are sneaking out to study for their 
exams and the many Bahá’ís around the world fighting for 
equality. 
Leaving the auditorium as my graduation came to a close, 
I heard the sound of laughter, children crying and students 
talking on their phones while looking for their family. I took 
a deep breath of fresh air, overwhelmed with emotions.




A TEAM OF INTERNATIONAL SCIENTISTS STUDY CLIMATE CHANGE ON 
MOUNT EVEREST
SCIENCE AT THE TOP 
OF THE WORLD
John All, a geoscientist and research professor in Western 
Washington Univeristy’s environmental science program, and a 
team of international scientists climbed nearly the 28,000 foot 
peak of Lhoste, one of Mount Everests neighboring peaks, in 
late May of last year // Photo Courtesy of John All
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A TEAM OF INTERNATIONAL SCIENTISTS STUDY CLIMATE CHANGE ON 
MOUNT EVEREST
SCIENCE AT THE TOP 
OF THE WORLD
Story by STELLA HARVEY
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THE VIEW FROM THE TOP
On an early morning in May 2019, John All 
stood at the top of the world. Looking down 
from the peak of the Himalaya Mountains in 
Nepal, he watched the sun rise from a vantage 
point only a lucky few will ever see.
“I felt like I was on the space station because 
[as] you’re looking down, you can see the 
curvature of the Earth,” John said. “As the sun 
was rising, I could see the sun, and then I could 
see the darkness on other parts of the horizon.”
John, a geoscientist and research professor 
in Western’s environmental science program, 
has returned to the Himalayas year after year 
to study the effects climate change has on the 
highest peaks on Earth. 
Last spring, John 
returned to the 
region for the first 
time since 2014. 
During his last trip, 
John suffered a life-threatening accident.
After a massive avalanche killed 16 people, 
including a friend and member of John’s team, 
his group was stuck with a difficult decision: to 
forfeit their research opportunity, or continue to 
work in the area. 
With the summit closed, John sent his 
remaining team members down the mountain 
and set up camp on his own to collect what 
samples he could before descending. As 
he began to explore the area, the glacier 
underneath him gave way— plummeting John 
70 feet into a crevasse, a deep open crack in a 
glacier.
As he descended the deep fissure, John hit 
an ice shelf, breaking his fall along with 15 
bones, including six vertebrae and his left arm. 
Banged up and bloody from the seven story 
fall, John turned on his camera, explained what 
had happened, and began filming his attempt 
to climb out of the icy grave. 
John worked for many grueling hours, 
periodically checking in to update his video 
diary. Finally, he was able to pull himself out 
of the slice of earth and called for help, barely 
making it to his tent before sun-down. After 
sending a message from his satellite phone, he 
was rescued by helicopter and transferred to 
Norvic International Hospital. 
As he recovered, John reflected on the 
accident and why he survived. Over his many 
years of conducting research in remote areas, 
John took every mountain safety course he 
could and worked with search-and-rescue 
teams. He said these experiences are what 
allowed him to survive the unsurvivable. But 
what about the next generation of scientists? 
“[It] was kind of a wake-
up call,” John said. “I 
saw a lot of students 
in geology, biology 
and other dangerous 
fields going out and conducting field research 
without all that training that I had, and if they 
fell [into] a crevasse they wouldn’t survive.” 
So, John packed his bags and came to 
Western to design the Mountain Environment 
Research Institute, a certificate program open 
to all majors at Western. He said the goal 
of the institute was to teach students safe 
research techniques and practices they could 
use in their endeavors.
In October 2019, the Mountain Environment 
Research Institute was suspended due to a 
lack of funding. As a result, the faculty of the 
Department of Environmental Sciences voted 
to place Mountain Research Skills Certificate 
into moratorium, since two of the core classes 
will no longer be offered. 
In the five years that he has been developing 
the Mountain Environment Research Institute, 
John said he’s gotten emails from students 
across the country asking how they could be a 
“If you get a paper cut, which would normally 
heal overnight, like it will take a week [to heal], 
and it’ll still be fairly open. ”
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part of the institute. 
“I know how to train people to continue 
conducting this research, but at some point, 
I’m not going to be able to do it anymore,” John 
said. “As a society, we desperately need to know 
what’s happening in the face of climate change, 
and the only way we’re going to find that out is 
by getting out there.”
THE JOURNEY
Three months before he took in the view 
from Lhoste in May of 2019, Mount Everest’s 
neighboring peak, John arrived in Nepal to 
meet up with a team of international scientists. 
The team was recruited through the American 
Climber Science Program — a nonprofit that 
conducts research in remote environments, 
members hailed from all over the world, with 
varying interests regarding climate change. 
“Whenever I do an expedition like this, one of the 
keys is to involve as many different people in as 
many different expertise as possible,” John said. 
Three of the team members were from Western; 
Eric DeChaine, professor of biology and 
herbarium curator at Western; Morgan Scott, 
an environmental studies graduate student; and 
John.
In March, the group embarked on a three-month 
expedition through the grassy valleys of Nepal 
before taking on the daunting task of summiting 
Mount Everest and Lhoste. In the weeks 
before the summit, the team planned to collect 
samples of vegetation and interview the Sherpa 
people about the impact global climate change, 
ecotourism, and the recent Nepali civil war has 
had on their homes. 
John said usually, scientists and recreational 
climbers arrive at the base camp of Mount 
Everest in April in preparation for the summit. 
But John and his team did something different. 
Instead of heading straight for the mountains, 
the team arrived in the nearby valleys in March to 
begin their research. At an altitude of 13,000 feet, 
the group began their journey in the rocky fields 
of the Hinku valley, about 40 miles from Everest. 
Slowly building up their tolerance to the 
increasingly thin air, each scientist worked on 
their research as they trekked, glacier-covered 
mountains surrounding them. Picking up and 
In the weeks before they attempted the summit, John and his team collected samples of vegetation and interviewed Sherpa people about the 
impact global climate change, ecotourism, and the recent Nepali civil war have had on their homes // Photo courtesy of Morgan Scott
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moving to the next site each day, the group 
slowly made their way to Mera Peak, 40 miles 
South of Mount Everest. 
Eric worked on collecting data on vegetation 
to compare to past expeditions and published 
studies. Morgan conducted interviews about 
climate change and ecotourism with the help 
of Benup Adhikari and Mahendra Gahatraj, two 
graduate students from Tribhuvan University in 
Kathmandu, Nepal. 
As they made their way to the Mera Peak high 
camp, the team passed through 16 villages. 
In each spot, Morgan, Benup and Mahdenra 
would meet in the morning to plan interviews. 
At the end of the day, they reviewed their notes 
and discussed their findings together.
Morgan said out of 60 interviews, most people 
talked about their desire for more tourism in 
the area. Morgan’s study also looked at the 
management of the World Heritage sites the 
Himalayas are a part of. Most people didn’t 
talk about park management, and instead 
discussed their livelihood, he said.
After making their way up the 21,000 foot Mera 
Peak, the team retreated back down to Lukla, 
a small town in north-eastern Nepal, before 
beginning their journey to Mount Everest’s 
base camp. The 40-mile trek wound the group 
through the lush, green fields of Phakding, 
around the opaque blue waters of the Gokyo 
Lakes and the snowy fields of Cho La Pass.
After days of working their way higher into the 
mountains, the team reached the 17,598 feet 
altitude of base camp, orange and yellow tents 
sprawled across the rocky grey terrain.  
With much of their research already completed, 
the group prepared for the last leg of their 
expeditions: collecting snow samples all the 
way to the summit on Everest and Lhoste to 
analyze for black carbon and dust particulates. 
After they acclimatized and collected samples 
at base camp, the group planned on splitting 
up: Johns group would summit Lhotse, while 
Morgan’s would attempt Everest. 
In the weeks leading up to their attempt to 
the summit, Morgan caught a cough, which 
developed into a respiratory infection. 
“At that altitude,” Morgan said, “you don’t have 
the same amount of oxygen in your body, so it 
doesn’t recuperate that fast for anything.” 
He had recovered enough to make the trek to 
base camp, but Morgan was sleep-deprived 
and drained, unable to get back to 100% before 
it was time to make the dangerous trek up the 
highest mountain in the world. 
“If you get a paper cut, which would normally 
heal overnight, like it will take a week [to heal], 
and it’ll still be fairly open. ” 
Morgan decided to turn back, saving the 
29,000 feet summit for another time. 
John and his team continued to push toward 
the summit of Lhoste to collect samples. 
Safely making it to the nearly 28,000 foot peak, 
John and his team took in the view as they 
collected their final samples. 
“Words can’t describe it. I mean it’s 
overwhelming,” John said. “It makes you 
appreciate how tiny you are, but also how lucky 
we are to see that on the world scale.”
WHERE DO WE GO NOW?
After returning safely, the team started working 
through their data. 
Morgan is currently processing the interview 
data he, Benup and Mahendra collected. 
Over the next year, he will finish his graduate 
thesis using the data and his notes. After he 
graduates, Morgan hopes to work on sending 
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The team trekked through the 
Hinku valley to base camp after 
summiting Mera peak // Photo 
courtesy of Morgan Scott
his findings to the park management of the 
world heritage sites they visited, to help inform 
their future practices and park-planning.
Eric DeChain is currently on sabbatical, but 
he will also process the data and samples he 
collected and compare it to previous data. The 
snow samples will be analyzed and compared to 
data collected on John’s previous expeditions.
John said now that the Mountain Environment 
Research Institute is no longer active, he is 
planning his next move. He said he will continue 
to work on the American Climber Science 
Program, pushing the limits of conducting 
research in the most remote places on earth.
“The reason we live is to make the world a better 
place, and I have this unique skill set,” John said. 
“That’s what drives me.”
John All will continue his work with the American Climber 
Science program to study climate change in the most 
remote places on earth // Photo courtesy of John All
John All treks up Himalayan Mountains in spring 
of 2019. // Photo courtesy of John All
KLIPSUN
24
THE TWO LITTLE PINK LINES CAN’T TALK, 
but they say so much.
Under the warm light of her bathroom, head 
hung between her smooth thighs, the two little 
pink lines morph into faces. The faces laugh 
at her. They chastise her. They tell her there’s a 
choice looming ahead of her. 
The two little 
pink lines quiet 
down as they 
quiver in her 
hand. She 
decides they’re 
not welcome here, so she smothers them 
under teary tissues and pushes them to the 
bottom of the trash bin, banishing them to the 
back of her mind.
Each year, nearly 200,000 American teenagers 
give birth. Of those pregnancies, 75% are 
unplanned. Her pregnancy wasn’t scribbled in 
her trusty planner.
She had never been good at making choices: 
Which classes to take, which boys to talk 
to, which ice cream flavor to pick. And now, 
a multifaceted and monumental choice is 
laid bare in front of her. She could face her 
decision, or it could be staring her in the face 
nine months down the line.
Dinner is ready and so she must be too. She 
dabs her mascara, exhales through trembling 
pale lips and calls upon her dwindling 
emergency reserve of confidence. The door 
creaks open.
“Dad! You’re home!”
He swoops in to 
give her a whirling 
hug, but she recoils 
at the thought of 
her midriff touching 
him. What if his 
embrace gives 
away her secret?
“C’mon, you know I’m too old for that.”
And far too young for this, she thinks to 
herself. 
No longer a child but not yet an adult, her body 
is an unfinished clay piece; Recognizable, 
passable but ragged around the edges. It 
needs more time in the kiln, and tempering 
for strength. It’s not ready to show — but 
indecision is the enemy of a uterine secret, and 
show it did.
She looks in the mirror and lifts up her soft 
cotton top, sliding one palm just underneath 
her breasts, and the other below her pierced 
CROSSING THE LINES
LOOKING BACK AND OFFERING PRAISE AND FORGIVENESS FOR 
MAKING THE RIGHT CHOICE
Story by JULIA FURUKAWA
Illustration by RENEE KLEMMER
“Each year, nearly 200,000 American teenagers give 
birth. Of those pregnancies, 75% are unplanned. Her 
pregnancy wasn’t scribbled in her trusty planner”
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navel. The blue gem she picked out at Claire’s 
glimmers. For a fleeting moment her eyes 
twinkle. She thinks she looks like the photos of 
her mother from 17 years ago, carefully glued 
in a family photo album. 
Just for an instant, she lets herself slip into 
a rosy vision. Her hospital bed is 
surrounded by flowers in full bloom 
and a tiny face blinks up at her, 
cooing with gratitude. A hand on her 
shoulder beckons her gaze upward, 
but the face is obscured. Instead 
there is only a blank fleshy canvas, 
empty except for two little pink lines.
She knows she’d be on her own and 
she knows she’s not ready — she’s 
decided.
If I could pull her away from her dog-
eared textbooks, dry her bloodshot 
eyes and sit on the edge of her 
hospital-cornered bed and look her 
in the eye, I’d tell her the six words 
she’d been repeating for weeks. 
“Everything is going to be fine.”
For a while, she toggled between 
fiery shame, silent grief, timid 
longing and unexpected pride. Then, 
she felt bad for not feeling bad. 
She felt alone in her decision to 
hold off and let her child fall into 
her arms at a time when she’d be 
strong enough to catch it. What she didn’t 
know was that she was joining 25% of teens 
in her position who choose to terminate 
their pregnancies. There’s no reason to be 
ashamed.
And now, like I would’ve told her, everything 
turned out fine. When the time is right, the 
two little pink lines won’t glare back, they will 
smile.
“For a while, she toggled between fiery 
shame, silent grief, timid longing, and 
unexpected pride. Then, she felt bad 
for not feeling bad”




AFTER CHOOSING THE WOMEN’S RESTROOM THIS time, 
Adrien Converse exits the stall and sees a woman touching 
up her makeup at the mirror. In the reflection, the woman 
sees Converse — tall, skinny, with short brown hair — and 
goes pale, pulling out her pepper spray.
“Since that happened, I tend to use the men’s room,” 
Converse said. “Men tend to be less hypervigilant, which 
makes sense because they’re less likely to get attacked.”
Converse, 31-year-old co-founder of Bellingham’s Overthink 
Group, is agender, and prefers the pronouns they/them/
theirs. According to Converse, this means while gender 
does not personally compute to them, they believe and 
support that other people experience gender.
Converse is a search engine optimization strategist, 
meaning they are an expert at increasing a website’s 
traffic by expanding its visibility on various search engines. 
According to Converse, in an average month, roughly 
15,000 people ask Google what agender means and at 
least 25,000 people search for all of the genders.
“A list of all the genders,” 
Converse said, laughing. 
“Which is funny because 
it’s kind of missing the 
point, but that’s the thing 
that people are really 
curious about.”
When they came out, 
Converse said there 
was a lack of resources and information online about the 
nonbinary experience.
Western’s LGBTQ+ Director L.K. Langley, who identifies 
as genderqueer and uses they/them pronouns, said they 
DECONSTRUCTING 
BARRIERS ON THE 
INTERNET
BELLINGHAM RESIDENT USES TECHNOLOGY TO SHARE LGBTQ+ EDUCATION
Story by JAYA FLANARY
Photos by BRENDAN RYDER
find it challenging to vet out the useful sources from 
misinformation.
Langley believes the internet provides opportunities 
for cis and heterosexual people to learn about LGBTQ+ 
identities and how to be respectful and inclusive of those 
experiences. “That can make information more accessible 
and not put a burden on LGBTQ+ people to always be 
doing the education,” Langley said.
Converse remembers their experience with sex education, 
where the curriculum was geared toward those who are 
straight and cisgender. “You have to figure out how to 
pretty much build your entire story of what’s going on with 
you,” Converse said. “A lot of times, [people] don’t even 
believe you.”
According to the Guttmacher Institute, seven states 
require negative information on homosexuality and/
or positive emphasis on heterosexuality. Although 
Washington state is not one of these, Washington’s 
Healthy Youth Act only requires sexual education in public 
schools to “be medically and 
scientifically accurate.”
“It is hard work on many 
levels to try to convince 
people who don’t believe 
in the veracity or reality 
of trans existence,” 
Langley said. “Gender is, 
in many ways, incredibly 
complicated. In other ways, 
it’s very simple: people know who they are.”
In 2011, Converse heard the term ‘genderqueer’ on TV, 
which encompasses anyone who feels disconnected from 
a binary gender system.
“It is hard work on many levels to try to 
convince people who don’t believe in the 
veracity or reality of trans existence,” Langley 
said. “Gender is, in many ways, incredibly 
complicated. In other ways, it’s very simple: 
people know who they are”
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“I was seeing people who were gender fluid… Still very 
expressive of gender who are using this word ‘genderqueer’ 
for themselves and it made me feel like I wasn’t part of that 
either,” Converse said.
Converse’s tech background led to the creation of their 
website, Deconforming, where they write and post articles 
on LGBTQ+ topics.
“I don’t like thinking as though I’m speaking on behalf of 
other people,” Converse said. “I am part of a demographic 
that has been silenced and I’m sharing my perspective as a 
way of elevating that whole demographic.”
Content for the site is based on trends Converse sees 
online through Google Trends, Ahrefs and a closed 
Facebook group of nearly 11,000 nonbinary-identifying 
members worldwide. Converse synthesizes information, 
creating essential content for online users.
“As adults who want to be contributing and engaged 
members of our society,” Langley said. “It is incumbent 
upon us to continue our own self educations around 
gender identity, sexuality, racial identities, dynamics of 
power and privilege broadly.”
Platforms like closed Facebook groups and the 
Deconforming site have become safe spaces for nonbinary 
folks to share experiences. “I have lost count of the number 
of people who have come out to me,” Converse said. 
“That’s a really beautiful aspect of themselves and they 
share it with me.”
Before coming out, Converse was going by the nickname 
“Lurm,” which became the pseudonym Converse uses for 
their visual art and music. 
In one of Converse’s articles, “This is not a woman’s body,” 
they describe how their obsession with art came to be.
“Most of my life I’ve felt completely disconnected from my 
body. And as a result, disconnected from a society that 
only understands me through my body,” they said. “I’ve 
come to be able to use [art] to express things that I never 
could with my physical body—things that people take for 
granted that they can express in a casual gesture or a 
smile.”
Converse shares a gallery in Bay Street Village. They use 
different mediums and their art ranges in style and color, 
making each piece unique. As you walk up the stairs to 
the studio space, your eye is immediately drawn to a wall 
of framed art, each connected to another by a red or black 
piece of yarn.
“A lot of the pieces are thematically connected,” Converse 
said. “I like to leave a lot of unanswered questions [and] 
give people ways to try to find the answer.”
When Converse is not writing articles, making art or 
working at Overthink Group, they play improv music at the 
Upfront Theatre. Once, Converse painted an improv piece 
using the audience’s ideas and emotions for inspiration. 
Now, the colorful piece of plywood sits in Converse’s 
studio loft.
“People are sort of caught up in streams of influence that 
they don’t really understand, and I’m really fascinated by 
the process of untangling those,” Converse said. “Even 
when people are hurting each other, it’s not coming 
from a desire to hurt other people, it’s coming from a 
misunderstanding of what’s going on.”
Adrien Converse at their studio in Bellingham, Wash. on Oct. 9, 2019
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SAY HELLO TO THE KINGS AND QUEENS OF BELLINGHAM’S DRAG 
SCENE — KICKING ASS, TAKING NAMES AND USHERING IN A NEW ERA 
OF DRAG
Story by MCKENNA HUNT
Photos by CHRISTA YARANON
MONDAY MORNING, 6 A.M. —  SAM IS OUT THE DOOR 
before the light has even grazed the shades of his 
apartment window. He grabs a bagel and a white mocha 
americano, stopping to take a deep breath before the 
laborious week ensues. 
As a Western Washington University graduate student 
and a high school choir teacher, Sam doesn’t have many 
days off. During the day, he teaches the youth to sing 
their Do, Reh, Mi’s to the highest degree. 
At night, he works to finish his master’s degree in music 
education, writing lesson plans and finishing his thesis; 
that is, unless it’s the third Thursday of every month.
“I’m at a high school Monday through Friday,” Sam says. 
“But some days — I have a drag show.”
Meet Bertha Baby, a singer, dancer, comedian, and 
the esoteric alter ego of Sam; Bellingham’s queen of 
queens. From performing acts about period sex to 
debunking ideals of what it means to be a drag queen, 
Bertha Baby keeps it real, on and off stage.
From early on, Sam dreamed of becoming a perform-
er. In fifth grade, his passions began to manifest after 
he began participating in children’s community the-
ater, eventually climbing the ladder to bigger stages in 
Seattle. Sam continued to pursue theater and music, 
but it wasn’t until he made the move from Issaquah to 
Bellingham in 2017, that he found a new outlet for his 
creativity — Drag.
“I had heard about drag queens and I thought it was 
KLIPSU
LET THEM REIGN
 Lala Amish performs with a 
prop at the Panty Hoes drag 
show on Oct. 20, 2019
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such a cool thing,” Sam said. “So… I got some drugstore 
makeup and I would just play around with it in my 
bathroom. I got a cheap wig from Amazon that I would 
wear and I would feel so incredible.”
As his work began to pile up, Sam realized he needed 
a hobby, something he could do with his hands. Led 
by curiosity, he decided to check out a drag show at 
Bellingham’s LGBTQ+ friendly nightclub, Rumors Caba-
ret. Quickly realizing what he was missing out on, Sam 
jumped at the opportunity to dazzle the crowds weekly, 
hence Bertha Baby was born.
Through the Rumors social 
sphere, Sam was quickly 
introduced to many bright 
and talented faces, in-
cluding Glamazon Prime 
and Jack Goff. New to the 
scene, Sam said he saw 
their excitement for drag 
and wanted to help them in 
any way he could: wig styling, routine practice, whatev-
er it was, Sam was there. “Mother,” eventually became 
his loose title, as he formed a close-knit family with 
Jack, Glam, and another drag artist named Kris Gender. 
Although not blood-related, these self-sought families 
hold a special place in the drag community and have for 
ages, according to Sam.
Historically, Jack says, drag families evolved from the 
‘70s ball culture in New York City. These balls would 
showcase young black and latinx queer folk competing 
in various categories of social classes, satirized ste-
reotyical gender portrayals, vogueing, etc., in order to 
accumulate trophies and status for their house. These 
houses, defined in Jennie Livingston’s documentary 
“Paris Is Burning,” were essentially small families that 
provided a home and sense of belonging for individuals 
who have been outcasted by their actual families.
Both Glamazon and Jack say that Bertha Baby was one 
of their first friends in the drag community. They under-
stand each others’ struggles and are always there to 
provide unconditional support as a family.
After moving from California to Bellingham with their 
fiance in 2015, Jack says that winding up in drag was 
only natural given their theatrical background. Jack said 
they prefer to perform as more masculine characters, 
but they had no idea drag kings were even an option, un-
til witnessing a king performing at Rumors. Soon after, 
Jack was center stage.
“For a long time, people defined drag as men dressing 
up as women but it is so much more,” Sam says. “In 
the Bellingham community, we actually have more drag 
kings than we do drag queens.”
The discrepancy lies in trying to provide a concrete 
definition of drag versus what people assume it is. It’s 
something that places a lackluster veil of understanding 
on the diverse complexity that is drag.
“We have so many incredible, smart, powerful drag kings 
who are making huge moves in our community. We 
have some really incredible drag queens too, and there’s 
crossover,” Sam says. “I think that’s one of the most 
beautiful things about drag is that it can’t be defined.”
Sam, Glam and Jack all agree that drag is so much 




“Drag wears diverse 
hats, which makes 
it so hard to put one 
defintion on it,” Jack 
says. “A lot of people 
don’t even know drag kings or non-binary drag artists 
exist, but we’re here.”
Jack says drag is more about being theatrical than 
being sexy or  the gravity-defying Death Drops one may 
witness on Rupaul’s Drag Race. “Drag is about f*cking 
with gender,” Glam says. “It can only exist because our 
society is so against that.”
Glam says drag plays a large role in questioning gender 
and it isn’t suprising to her that queer community rights 
increase as drag becomes growingly popular. Jack also 
believes drag has the power to be an educational tool 
for gender and sexuality, blending the two together and 
providing children with an enhanced understanding of 
sexuality earlier on.
“What is drag? It’s a really hard question to answer,” Sam 
says. “When people normally ask me, I say it’s an expres-
sion of queer art. That’s really all I can say.” 
The terminology used to describe how someone pres-
ents themselves performing in drag, versus what gender 
they identify as or what sex they were assigned at birth 
varies, Sam says. However, even those terms are going 
out of style. He says it’s not about what gender you 
express, it’s about continuously breaking down barriers 
and celebrating everyone.
And at “WERQ,” Sam’s newly-created drag show, that is 
exactly what their goal is. 
“We want to create and promote the queer community 
in any way possible,” Sam says. “We’re describing it as 
Sam wants “WERQ” to be a place where everyone in 
Bellingham can feel welcomed, included and safe. The 
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“We have so many incredible, smart, powerful 
drag kings who are making huge moves in our 
community. We have some really incredible drag 
queens too, and there’s crossover,” Sam says. 
“I think that’s one of the most beautiful things 
about drag is that it can’t be defined”
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show casts Bertha Baby, Glamazon Prime and Jack 
Goff to perform every third Thursday of the month at the 
Firefly Lounge.
Another drag show Sam left his mark on -- “Panty Hoes” 
turned profits into a scholarship fund for queer students 
at Western with help from the nonprofit Evergreen 
Empire, starting in 2019. Sam’s work with the schol-
arship fund coincides with his current thesis on the 
inclusion of nonbinary and transgender students in 
secondary classrooms. 
Through the Evergreen Empire and Panty Hoes, Sam 
has helped raise $10,000 for scholarship funds, aiming 
to reach $20,000 by the end of 2020.
“With that money, there will be a recurring scholarship 
every year and there will always be scholarship money 
for queer students,” Sam says.
Upon beginning student teaching this fall, Sam realized 
he had to free up some hours in order to maintain sanity. 
So, he handed the reins over to his drag daughter, Glam. 
After hosting and casting for about 3 months, Glam 
says it’s been a lot of work but she’s happy about the 
increasing amount of stages for performers to practice 
their art.
“We provide performers with less expectations and 
pressure so they can fully enjoy themselves,” Glam says. 
“Which is how I would like it to stay, but also make it 
more of a production with increased interaction between 
audience and queens.”  
“Panty Hoes” and “WERQ” also serve as platforms for 
performers to tackle hard concepts and debunk cultural
 taboos around things such as period sex or the realities 
of birth.
“We look at bodily functions like they are disgusting and 
they aren’t,” Sam says. ”I think comedy is a great bridge 
for that.”
Drag also has the power to tackle hard questions that 
sometimes as a society, we don’t want to answer. 
“Drag is here to say, ‘yeah, I might mess up, but I am go-
ing to start this conversation so that other people don’t 
have to,’” Sam says. ”I think that everybody can benefit 
from that because the more that we are asking ques-
tions and trying to know each other the more of these 
bridges can be gapped.”
That’s half the beauty of drag, Sam says, the inherent 
resilience of claiming space and not backing down from 
being political because the drag communities entire 
existence is political.
“Drag has historically been glamorized but not respect-
ed,” Glam says. “It has been objectified and tokenized 
and people don’t really see the vulnerability in the art.” 
Political, tokenized, sensational — these things seem to 
have a direct relationship with drag, but Jack says it’s 
about time that we tackle these connotations by pro-
viding more spaces and greater representation for drag 
artists everywhere. Glam agrees.
“By allowing more spaces and stages that let drag per-
formers exhibit their craft,” she says. “The more we are 
able to destigmatize norms and work toward becoming 
a more supportive society.”
Lizzy Borden interacts with audience members during the 
Panty Hoes drag show.
I
“Drag has historically been glamorized 
but not respected”
As Sam, Jack, and Glam move 
forward in their careers, on and 
off the stage, they want people 
to understand that drag is really 
about celebrating queer people.
“Just because everybody gets 
the same treatment, doesn’t 
mean it’s equal,” Sam says. 
“You can’t undo the oppression 
that queer people see everyday. 
That’s why we need drag.” 
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LENDING A HELPING 
HAND
WESTERN’S MATERIALS SCIENCE CLUB DONATES 3D-PRINED 
PROSTHETIC HANDS TO THE GLOBAL COMMUNITY
Story by ALISON EDDY
Photos by BRENDAN RYDER
HIDDEN IN A SMALL BREAK ROOM IN THE 
Environmental Science building at Western Washington 
University is a small group of students tinkering with 
bright orange pieces of plastic. They take turns twisting, 
turning and hammering these pieces together. A 
murmur of excitement fills the room as each piece fits 
into another. 
Slowly, a shape begins to take form, and the cause of 
the group’s excitement becomes clear. The Materials 
Science Club built its first 3D-printed prosthetic hand.
 Co-presidents Griffin Reed and Kayla Owens joined 
the Materials Science team back in the fall and winter 
quarters of 2018. Griffin said the club looks at various 
scientific fields, like chemistry and physics, and 
examines how they apply to engineering.
The motivation for materials science, he said, is to 
discover and engineer new materials for use in tools and 
instruments, and to better understand the materials we 
already have. 
 
Members of the Material 
Sciences Club pose in 
front of 3D printers after a 
club meeting at Western 
on Oct. 11, 2019.
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The club puts their knowledge into practice by 
3D-printing prosthetic hands, in addition to working 
with the organization e-NABLE to donate the printed 
prosthetics.
According to their website, e-NABLE is an online global 
community of “digital humanitarian” volunteers from all 
over the world, using their 3D printers to make free and 
low-cost prosthetic upper limb devices for children and 
adults in need.
“We are basically jumping onto their program,” Griffin 
said. “They manage the meetings with patients and 
make sure everything is up to par.”
Jennifer Owen is the co-founder of e-NABLE. She has 
been with the organization since before it 3D-printed 
its first prosthetic for a small child in South Africa in 
January 2013.
She said there are 
over 140 chapters in 
dozens of countries 
such as Hungary, 
France, Ukraine, 
Tunisia, Thailand, 
India, Brazil and more. 
There are different 
types of volunteers such as designers who create the 
prosthetics, people who 3D print them and scout troops 
who assemble them.
“Some of the hands can get sent to us to send to clinics 
who need help and some go toward educating new 
medical professionals in underserved locations as 
models so they can learn to make them there,” Jennifer 
said. “No hand goes unused.”
The Materials Science Club is currently going through 
the accreditation process to become an official chapter 
of e-NABLE. Griffin and his colleague, Kyle Mikkelsen, 
started this process by building a prototype over the 
summer.
 
Kyle is the lab manager for AMSEC, the Advanced 
Materials Science Engineering Center at Western. He 
oversees all the instrumentation, like the microscopy 
equipment and 3D printers, that are shared between five 
departments on campus.
 This opportunity presented itself to Kyle while he was 
looking for volunteer opportunities online. He has his 
own 3D printer at home and 
enjoys printing for fun. 
 
“It seemed like a cool idea 
to use my hobby as a way 
to make prosthetics more 
accessible,” he said.
There are many different 
types of 3D printers, but the most common printer, a 
LULZBOT Taz 6, is what the club uses to make their 
prosthetics.
“Some of the hands can get sent to us to send 
to clinics who need help and some go toward 
educating new medical professionals in 
under-served locations as models so they can 
learn to make them there,” Jen said. “No hand 
goes unused”
Left: Members of the Material Sciences Club assemble a section of a prosthetic hand at Western  Washington University on Oct. 11, 2019
Center: Griffin Reed working on shaping a part for the prosthetic hand.
Right: A partially assembled prosthetic hand lays on a table during the Material Sciences Club meeting at Western Washington University on Oct. 11, 2019
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 “It is basically a motorized hot glue gun,” Kyle said. 
“Instead of glue, you put in plastic and it extrudes that 
plastic on a surface one layer at a time.”
 
The group says they print specifically for children. Griffin 
said kids grow quickly, so keeping up with expensive 
prosthetics over a child’s developmental life costs a lot of 
money.
A commercially-printed prosthetic hand can cost 
anywhere from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars, 
but the club can print a prosthetic hand for less than $10, 
in terms of plastic.
Griffin said the prosthetic hands are close to what is 
available on the low end of the commercial product 
spectrum. The printed hands don’t have human-like 
aesthetics or high-tech features, like electronic motors 
that are available in commercial prosthetics, but they are 
completely functional.
 
Griffin said it is important to provide functional and 
affordable prosthetics, especially for children because a 
lot of brain development occurs from ages six to 16 years 
old.
 
“The kids need to be able to build those skills with the 
prosthetic hand while they are still able to form those 
neural connections,” Griffin said.
 
Resources and downloadable templates are provided 
on the e-NABLE website for basic prosthetics, including 
some with special features.
“You can create a hand that would allow a child to play 
an instrument or do different tasks that they wouldn’t 
ordinarily be able to do,” Kayla said.
There is also an opportunity for organizations to custom 
print their own prosthetics from scratch for those who 
don’t fit basic prosthetics.
 
“That is where the club could really show their strength 
“A lot of people, when they hear Materials 
Science Club, think it is just for science 
people,” Kayla said. “In reality, we are just a 
bunch of people who get together, hang out 
and build prosthetics”
since we have people from all different backgrounds,” 
Kyle said. “The engineering students could do the 
computer designing and everyone else could help with 
printing and trying different materials.”
This group isn’t just for students with different scientific 
backgrounds. It is for anyone who wants to learn 
about materials science and be a part of the prosthetic 
program. 
Kayla encourages people of all backgrounds to join the 
club and attend the meetings if they have a general 
curiosity for science or 3D printing.
 
“A lot of people, when they hear Materials Science Club, 
think it is just for science people,” Kayla said. “In reality, 
we are just a bunch of people who get together, hang 
out and build prosthetics.”
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AN OPEN LETTER TO MY MIRROR
Story and Photo Collage by STELLA HARVEY
DEAR MIRROR,
You rest on the mantle of my childhood home, hang 
on the wall of a changing room and lean against my 
dresser. You’ve had stickers and expo markers and 
toothpaste all over you, and haven’t been cleaned 
enough. A pane of glass reflecting Christmas lights, 
family photos, changing wall colors, breakups and 
proposals; you’ve seen so 
much.
In the early 2000s, you hung 
on a thick chain above my 
parent’s bed. Your chartreuse 
trim framed my sister 
and I playing hide and seek, making pillow forts and 
playing with our dog Dudley.
I’ve seen my mom stand in front of you as I zip up her 
dress. 
After her most recent diet, 
she would gaze into you 
with her hands on her waist, 
sucking in her stomach and 
pulling her shoulders back.
“The mirrors here are so flattering.”
“‘I’ll be right out,” I would say back with 





You took new forms as I grew up, changing and 
rearranging so I could always see myself. I remember 
sitting on the hardwood floor of my room, crouching 
over a plastic make-up kit. Light bounced off the 
tangerine walls as I dipped my fingers in chalky, pastel 
eye shadows and gazed at my own reflection. Next was 
lip gloss. Maybe some glitter. I leaned back to stare at 
my creation, turned my head side to side, and stared. 
I knew looking into you meant something, but I wasn’t 
sure what. 
The more I stared, the more I fixated on the features of 
my face and the size and 
shape of my body — my 
green eyes and blonde hair 
reflecting back at me. 
We packed your new 
delicate, turquoise frame 
carefully into a moving van 
and took you to Seattle. 
We hung you on my new 
bedroom wall, where I forgot about you for a while. 
Sweaters and jeans replaced tank tops and skirts as 
I left you lonely, finding a warm, safe home in a new 
place. 
Spaghetti straps and skinny jeans encroached on my 
safe-haven as middle school approached. We moved 
from backyard play-dates to days at the mall. My friends 
giggled through Forever 21, pulling glittery dresses 
off the rack. I nervously looked at the sizes, afraid to 
be seen with a size bigger than my friends. I tried to 
balance pulling smaller sizes with picking things out that 
would fit me correctly.
As my friends merrily flooded into cramped dressing 
rooms, I would drag my feet. With fluorescent lights 
beating down on me, I’d turn my back on you and slip 
on whatever I had picked “please fit, please fit, please 
fit,’ ran through my head. As I struggled with the zipper, I 
turned to you, feeling a queasy sense of discomfort rise 
up in me as I looked at myself up and down.
“Stella come out! We want to see,” my friends would call. 
“I’ll be right out,” I would say back with a smile, 
disguising the insecurity in my voice.
It’s a slippery, slimy feeling, not wanting to look at my 
body’s reflection in you. I can’t grab onto it long enough 
to keep it from swallowing me whole. I shuffled on my 
feet, running my hands down the cheap material before 
taking it off and trying on something else. 
When I found a decent option, I would step out of the 
stall, make a smile or a funny face and quickly change 
the subject to how the others looked.
Later, when I was alone in my room, I learned to stare 
into you, to pose and pout. I put my hands on my waist, 
turning my head side to side, waiting for confidence to 
rush over me. I pushed down on my hips and bit my lip, 
staring -- waiting.
Despite feeling disconnected and out of sorts in front of 
you, my love for dressing up in colorful patterns, swirling 
skirts and vintage dresses pressed on. I looked at 
magazines and ransacked my mom’s closet, looking for 
new silhouettes to signal my 
self-esteem. I dyed my hair 
red and asked my mom to 
teach me how to do winged 
eyeliner. We stood in front of 
you, and I practiced painting 
on my delicate lash line, every 
stroke adding a centimeter to 
my smile.
From then on, you and I were on speaking terms as long 
as I was dressed up. I still turned away from you when I 
was changing, afraid to lose my grip on the confidence I 
had steadily built. 
Frenemies all through high school, you would boost me 
up and then break me down just as easily. When I found 
my prom dress, we were besties, but when I had my first 
real break-up, you were back in the dog house. 
I remember the first time I made myself look at you 
again, not wanting to avoid your gaze every time I 
entered a room. So, I decided to practice something a 
friend had suggested: to stand in front of you and repeat 
things like “my body is beautiful,” and “I don’t need to 
change anything.” Even writing these now, I feel a wave 
of nervousness wash over me, but the moment I said 
them aloud you lost whatever power you had over me.
Today, you rest on top of my bookshelf, reflecting me 
getting ready, watching YouTube videos and eating cake 
in bed. When we lock eyes, I smile, pose and do a dance. 
I tell myself things like ‘you’re a f*cking rockstar.’ Some 
days are harder than others and I still avoid you when 
I’m feeling low. When I catch myself slipping, instead of 
walking away disappointed, I take a selfie and remind 
myself that the only power you have over me is the 
power I give you.
Love always, 
Stella 
“From then on, you and I were on speaking 
terms as long as I was dressed up. I still 
turned away from you when I was 
changing, afraid to lose my grip on the 
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